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ABSTRACT 
The international trade in sea-cucumber is limited to countries in Southeast Asia, Japan and in a few 
countries where there is substantial ethnic Chinese population. The best price is paid for processed products such 
as dried gonads, salted fermented intestine (Konowata), dried body meat (trepang or beche-de-mer) and excised 
longitudinal muscles. The m^or volume of the trade is on dried beche-de-mer. Singapore, Hong Kong and Malaysia 
are the principal trade centres. In Japan, they are consumed fresh and the supplies are mainly from domestic 
sources. Indonesia, Philippines, Japan, Korea (DPR), Sri Lanka, India, Africa and Oceania are the msgor suppliers 
of dried sea-cucumbers. Out of the import of 6453 tonnes into Hong Kong, Singapore and Malaysia during the 
year 1986, the contribution from India was only 33 tonnes valued at Rs. 38.04 lakhs. Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Philippines were the major suppliers. This is because of the ban on export of beche-de-mer below 3" (7.6 cm) which 
formed around 70% of our export before the ban. However, our export of dried beche-de-mer scaled to new peaks 
in 1987 worth of Rs. 82.34 lakhs in foreign exchange. Though we have been traditionally exporting this item to 
Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore, Taiwan, U. K. and USA, our export is now confined mainly to Singapore market. 
Since the trade on sea-cucumber has potential for further expansion, it provides enormous scope for culture / 
sea-ranching in the oceanic lagoons and Palk Bay area of the Indian seas and increase the production for export. 
This will pave way to provide employment to the fishermen and earn precious foreign exchange for the country. 
INTRODUCTION 
Beche-de-mer, another name for sea-
cucumbers or holothurians are spiny-skinned 
animals of phylum Echinodermata. It is an 
important item of trade among the developing 
countries in the Indo-Pacific region. They are 
caught and processed into a Chinese delicacy 
and are popular in Singapore and Hong Kong. 
Their reputation as an aphordisiac has undoub-
tedly enhanced its popularity. 
There are over 650 species of holothurians, 
but only a few of them have commercial value. 
In the Indo-Pacific region one of the most 
valuable species is the teat-fish or mammy-fish 
Holothuria nobilis the length of which ranges 
fi-om 300-400 mm. The live weight is from 2 to 
3 kg. Since the thickness of the body wall is 
important to the final product, teat-fishes are 
valued for their thick 10-12 mm body wall. 
Some of the more commercially exploited 











Thelenota ananas and 
Actinopyga mauritiana 
White teatfish Holothuria fuscogilva, 
Several species of holothurians such as 
Holothuria scabra, H. spinifera, Bohadschia 
marmorata, B. argus, Actinopyga mauritiana, 
A. lacanora, A. miliaris, A. echinites, Thelenota 
ananas, Holothuria (Microthele) nobilis and M. 
axiologa occur in Indian waters. But the 
industry is almost dependent on a single species 
viz. H. scabra. H. spinifera and B. marmorata 
contribute very little to the fishery. Their trade 
name varies fi-om country to country and some 
of them are given below: 
Burmese Pan-le-pet-kye, Pin-lehmyaw 
Danish Spolse, Soagurk 
German Trepang, Seegurk 
Greek Holothuria - agouria, Tis thalassis 



























Morski Krastavac - trp. 
The most commong Indo-Pacific holothu-
rian of commercial importance is the sandfish H. 
scabra characterised by white or Hght yellow 
bands and fine black dots on a greyish blue 
dorsal surface. The ventral surface is milky 
white in colour with fine black dots. It grows to 
a length of 300 to 400 mm. The body wall is 8 
to 10 mm thick while wet weight varies from 500 
to 1500 grams. The species is usually found in 
muddy and silty sand often near the estuaries 
where turtle-grass grows and where mangrove 
trees line the near shore. Juveniles are found 
near the shore while the adults are found in 
depths of 2 to 5 m. Sea-cucumbers are collected 
by divers in the inshore water by using a mask. 
The processing is carried out at the landing 
centre. The techniques for the handling and 
processing of sea-cucumbers are relatively simple. 
INTERNATIONAL TRADE 
The international trade in dried sea-
cucumber is almost exclusively limited to coun-
tries of the Indo-Pacific region and to some extent 
to countries with ethnic Chinese Communities 
outside this region. The major markets for this 
product continues to be Hong Kong, Singapore 
and Malaysia. Peoples Republic of China is, 
however, the major consumer drawing supplies 
largely fi-om its own domestic production. Im-
ports by major markets consist almost exclu-
sively of dried products. Only Japan is the major 
consumer of fresh product, but supplies are 
primarily fi-om domestic sources. The USA also 
imports dried beche-de-mer, for the Chinese 
population and restaurants. Taiwan Province of 
China is a growing market for Stichopus 
japonicus, Actinopyga sp. and H. scabra, but the 
demand is limited to a few sizes of these products, 
mainly the smaller ones. Although dried sea-
cucumbers can be imported directly, the buyers 
in many countries prefer to import through Hong 
Kong, because of high import duties prevailing 
in other countries. Certain varieties of beche-de-
mer have consumer preference over others. The 
white teatfish H. fuscogilva is generally pre-
ferred and fetch higher price in the international 
market. It is followed by Sandfish H. scabra. 
Separation into species, therefore, is essential in 
grading beche-de-mer. Size, appearance, odour, 
colour, moisture content and dirt content are 
other factors which determine the grade and 
price. Within a species, the larger the size, the 
better the grade and higher the price. The 
commercial sizes are the following : 
4" - 6" 
3" - 4" 
2.5" - 3" 




Small grade I 
Small grade II 
Very small 
The dried beche-de-mer is packed in 
polythene lined gunny bags or coirmat sacks/ 
jute-hessian sacks of 60 kg and 100 kg 
accordding to buyers requirements. Packed 
produce awaiting shipment should be stored in 
dry place. Since the product is exported in crude 
form, the importers clean and grade it further 
and re-export them in value added packs. In this 
process we loose substantial amount of foreign 
exchange. 
Hong Kong : Hong Kong is the major market 
for dried sea-cucumber drawing supplies from 
Indonesia and the Philippines. The export 
volumes of Pacific Island countries notably 
Solomon Islands, Papua New Guinea and Fiji to 
Hong Kong have also increased considerably. 
The Statistics (Table 1) shows that Hong Kong 
imported 5896 tonnes of sea-cucumber in 1987 
which was 13.5% higher than in 1986. The 
imports were down in 1984 due to recession. The 
average domestic consumption which was around 
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94 M. SAKTHIVEL AND P. K. SWAMY 
TABLE 3. Import of beche-de-mer into Singapore 1983-1987 upto (January - July) 1988 
Qty in Tonnes 
Value in Singapore $ '000 
GIF prices for imports 
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N. A. = Not available 
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TABLE 4. Export of beche-de-mer from Singapore 1983-1987 upto (January - July) 1988 
Qty in Tonnes and Value in Singapore $ '000 
FOB prices for exports 



















































































































































































































TABLE 5. Import of beche-de-mer into Malaysia 1983-1986 
Quantity in Tonnes and Value in Malaysian $ GIF 
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500 to 600 t during the period 1982-86 shot up 
to 900 t in 1987. Quite a substantial portion of 
the imports are re-exported and the re-export 
particulars are given in Table 2. The major 
outlet for re-export is Peoples Reublic of China 
accounting 87% of total re-exports in 1987. 
Re-exports to this country consists of cheap 
products whereas Europe buys the more expen-
sive varieties. The average price for dried sea-
cucumber has also increased from HK $ 14.46/ 
kg in 1985 to HG $ 29.90 in early 1988. 
Singapore : In Singapore dried sea-cucumber is 
considered as delicacy. Dried sea-cucumber does 
not carry any import duty in the Republic and 
hence the statistics of imports furnished by the 
Singaporean Customs Department are seldom 
reliable. Tables 3 and 4 show import and export 
of beche-de-mer from Singapore. The annual 
domestic consumption falls in the range of 80 
to 100 t. There is no domestic production. The 
major sources of supply in 1987 was from 
Tanzania, East Malaysia, Kenya, India, Papua, 
New Guinea, Philippines and Mozambique. 
Re-exports in 1987 were made to Hong Kong, 
Malaysia, Taiwan and Burma. 
Malaysia : Imports decreased from 1178 t in 
1983 to 489 tonnes in 1986, a drop of more than 
50%. Imports are mostly from Indonesia, 
Philippines, India, Singapore and Hong Kong. 
Importers in Malaysia prefer to import through 
their sister concerns in Singapore or Hong Kong 
rather than placing orders directly to the 
original suppliers. Import particulars of beche-
de-mer into Malaysia are given in Table 5. 
CONSUMPTION TRENDS 
Sea-cucumber is consumed mainly in 
restaurants and parties. It is an important item 
in all Chinese parties, Weddings, Chinese New 
Year and other festival occasions. The consump-
tion pattern in different Asian countries is given 
in Table 6. The first two months before Chinese 
New Year i.e. January and February holds good 
demand for this product. July and August also 
show good demand, because of the Hungry Coast 
Festival. As the major production season in 
many producing countries falls from February 
to September, prices are usually lower during 
this period. 
INDIAN BECHE-DE-MER INDUSTRY AND 
EXPORT TRADE 
As has been stated earlier the beche-de-
mer industry in India is almost solely based on 
a single species Holothuria scabra. Moreover, 
the fihery is restricted to small pockets along 
the Palk Strait and the Gulf of Mannar. The 
export trend of beche-de-mer during period 1975-
87 is given in Table 7. During the last 12 years 
India exported the highest quantity i.e. 91 t in 
1975. Converting to wet weight this quantity 
equals to 1788 t (The mean weight loss in 
processing Holothurians has been reported as 
94.91% i.e. the mean yield is about 5.09%). 
TABLE 6. Consumption pattern of beche-de-mer in the 



























Holothurians are collected by skin diving 
to a depth of 1.5 to 6.0 m in the shallow seas 
of Palk Strait and the Gulf of Mannar. During 
low tide they are either picked up by hand or 
by small scoop nets. Small quantities occur in 
trawling operation. Non-mechanised country 
crafts are used for collection by skin diving. 
Normally 5 divers go for fishing in one boat and 
the duration of fishing is from 0600 to 1500 hrs. 
Normally the size varies between 60-150 mm. 
In a mixed catch, 100 to 150 mm sizes will 
constitute about 15 to 20%, 70 to 100 mm about 
30% and 50 to 70 mm about 50%. In short the 
whole catch will fall under the category below 
7.6 cm (3") after processing. It has been reported 
that specimens measuring 150 to 210 mm live 
size will get reduced to 6.0 - 7.5 cm after 
processing. 
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Beche-de-mer exported to Singapore and 
Hong Kong prior to 1980 confined to sizes 4" to 
6" and 3" to 4". Since the market demand over-
shoot the production the buyers started placing 
orders with our exporters for sizes 2" and below 
inspite of the fact that such smaller sizes 
contained a higher percentage of sand content. 
Since the smaller sizes were exported in large 
quantity, MPEDA wrote to the Government of 
India to ban the export of beche-de-mer below 
3" (7.6 cm) in size and and it is in force from 
16.8.1982. 
Because of the ban, export of beche-de-mer 
suffered a severe set back in 1982-83 and 
decUned to 28 t from 56 t in 1981-82. Since the 
major portion of exports of beche-de-mer consti-
tuted by the size grades 2" to 3" the exporters 
of beche-de-mer were affected considerably and 
hence they demanded removal of the ban. No 
other countries have introduced this kind of ban. 
There is good demand for smaller sizes in the 
international markets. From the analyses of 
commercial invoices of exports for the period 
from 1979-80 to 1983-84 it has been found that 
the size grades below 3" accounts for 47% to 87% 
(Table 8). 
In 1987 the Government of India consti-
tuted a Committee of Experts with Dr. P. S. 
B. R. James as the Chairman to re-examine the 
ban on export of beche-de-mer below 3". The 
Committee recommended that the ban already 
imposed on the export is entirely justifiable 
fi"om the existing knowledge of the holothurians 
and as such the ban should be continued. It also 
recommended that the Tamil Nadu Government 
should impose a ban on collecting holothurians 
below 150 mm (natural size). No action has been 
taken so far by the Government of Tamil Nadu. 
In a communication to MPEDA, the 
CMFRI has pointed out that the holothurian 
resources are heavily exploited in some areas 
and under or unexploited in other areas. 
Therefore, there is a need to survey and explore 
new areas for export production. The CMFRI 
has already submitted a project proposal to 
MPEDA in this respect and it is being examined 
by the Ministry of Commerce. 
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TABLE 8. Size-wise export of beche-de-mer (kg) during 1979-1986 
Size 
4" - 6" 
3" - 4" 










































































There appears to be a renewed interest in 
the dried sea-cucumber industry in many of the 
tropical countries. This interest can be attri-
buted to the need for an increase in foreign 
exchange income, improved processing and 
marketing information flow and growing 
demand from major markets. Although the 
number of consimiers remain fairly constant, the 
enthusiastic group of consumer i.e. the Chinese 
are always willing to pay a good price for it. 
India is fortunate to have holothurian 
resources and we should find a way for judicious 
exploitation for export. The trade has to undergo 
a revolutionary change to export this product in 
value added form. Since the demand is picking 
up in the international markets we should 
explore the future of increasing the production 
through aquaculture and sea-ranching. 
